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A few years back, Roehrig, Pressley,
and Sloup (2001) observed several
kindergarten, Grade 1, and Grade 2
classrooms of Reading Recovery–
trained teachers. What we discovered
in those classrooms was teaching very
much affected by the Reading
Recovery training the teachers had
experienced. In particular, these teach-
ers taught their students to use many
of the strategies taught in Reading
Recovery, including the following:

• Students were encouraged to
reread books to the point of
fluency. 

• They were taught to use the
physical movements encour-
aged in Reading Recovery,
which included pointing to
words as they are read, mov-
ing from left to right and top
to bottom on a page, using
their fingers to create spaces
between words when writing,
and clapping out the sounds
of words. 

• Students were encouraged to
stretch words in order to
sound them out and write
them. 

• They were taught to look for
chunks in words (e.g., rimes
such as -ate, -ay, and -it) and
to use the chunks to read
words. 

• Students were encouraged to
use multiple cues as they read,
using letter- and word-level
cues to read, but also picture
and other semantic context
cues to check their reading 
of text. 

• Students were taught to use
the word wall during writing. 

• Students were encouraged to
monitor their reading and
self-correct in the following
ways: being prompted to look
at words they wrote to deter-
mine if they looked right,
rereading what they wrote to
find mistakes, and noticing
whether what they read made
sense by going back to correct
their reading if it did not
make sense.

The students were taught these strate-
gies while being immersed in teaching
that was consistent with Reading
Recovery. Thus, there was much writ-
ing of individual letters in these class-
rooms and much attention to letters
and their sounds, included as part of
reading words. Students repeatedly
looked at words and rewrote them in
order to acquire their spellings.
Teachers previewed books for students
and encouraged the reading of appro-
priately leveled books. Students wrote
in response to reading, sometimes
with the teacher acting as a scribe.
The teachers taught punctuation
explicitly. There was much use of cut-
up sentences and paragraphs. For
struggling readers, there were individ-
ual lessons that looked much like
Reading Recovery lessons, except that
they were shorter, consistent with the
10- or 15-minute individual lessons
that are possible for struggling readers
in whole classrooms. In short, the lit-
eracy mornings in these classrooms
were flooded by instruction informed
by the Reading Recovery training the
teachers had received. 

Is this a good thing? For much of the
past decade, we and our colleagues
have studied intensely the nature of
primary-grade teaching that engages
students and results in impressive
achievement; in doing so, we have had
much opportunity to witness both
exceptionally engaging and effective
teaching and not-so-effective teaching
(Pressley, Dolezal, et al., 2003;
Pressley, Roehrig, et al., 2003). There
are huge differences in the teaching
that occur in exemplary versus more
typical and weak primary-grade class-
rooms. Most important in this con-
text, what went on in the primary-
grade classrooms headed by Reading
Recovery–trained teachers had much
more in common with the teaching in
exemplary classrooms than in other
classrooms.

First, exemplary classrooms are typi-
fied by a great deal of instruction and,
during the literacy morning, a great
deal of instruction about how to read
and write. This instruction is quite
explicit with lots of opportunities to
practice by reading real books and
doing writing, often in response to
what has been read. Such density of
instruction was a fact of life in the
classrooms of Reading Recovery–
trained teachers. These were instruc-
tionally busy places, with the teachers
clearly knowing a great deal about
how to teach beginning reading and
acting on what they knew, filling the
morning with instruction.

Second, a hallmark of exemplary
teachers is that they monitor students
carefully and make instructional deci-
sions on the basis of their observations
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of student reading and writing
processes. Such monitoring was trans-
parent in these classrooms. The teach-
ers were constantly attending to how
the child was attempting to read and
write as well as the strategies the child
was using, with subsequent instruc-
tion adjusted to the child. Thus, if a
child was not paying attention to
word chunks during reading, the
teacher might have given a mini-
lesson, pointing to chunks in words
that the student was struggling to
decode. With respect to the specific
books children were reading, the
teachers made certain that the level
was well-matched to the youngster:
not so easy that the child breezed
through the book, but difficult
enough that the book could only be
read with some effort at first. 

Third, a key teaching technique
among exemplary teachers is scaffold-
ing, which is providing enough sup-
port for students to make progress
without doing the task for them. We
witnessed a great deal of such scaffold-
ing in the classes headed by former
Reading Recovery teachers; these
teachers gave gentle prompts and
hints to remind students of the strate-
gies they were learning and could
apply presently without doing it for
them.

Fourth, another hallmark of exem-
plary teachers is that they encourage
their students to be self-regulated (see
especially Bohn, Roehrig, & Pressley,
2004). The centerpiece of Reading
Recovery is the development of read-
ers who are self-regulated strategy
users who move through text on their
own, use word attack strategies on
their own, monitor their own reading
and comprehension, and use writing
strategies (from the finger-spacing
strategy to rereading their own text to

see if it makes sense). The encourage-
ment of such self-regulation in stu-
dents was apparent in the classrooms
headed by the Reading Recovery–
trained teachers. Yes, the teachers scaf-
folded but only when the students
required it, backing off and letting the
students proceed on their own when-
ever they could.

Fifth, exemplary classrooms are very
motivating, positive places (Dolezal,
Welsh, Pressley, & Vincent, 2003;
Pressley, Dolezal, et al., 2003; Pressley,
Roehrig, et al., 2003). The teaching is
so engaging that there is little need to
discipline; when discipline does occur,
it is effective and everyone moves on
quickly. In general, we saw a great
deal of such positiveness in the class-
rooms headed by Reading Recovery–
trained teachers. 

In short, the classrooms headed by the
Reading Recovery–trained teachers
looked very much like the classrooms
of exemplary primary teachers we
have studied. In making this point we
should note, however, that in the
study of Reading Recovery–trained
teachers, we made no attempt to
assess the reading achievement in
these classrooms. One of the chal-
lenges for those associated with
Reading Recovery is to determine just
how effective Reading Recovery–
trained teachers are when they return
to the classroom. In this era of high
accountability even in the primary
grades, it should be possible to do
some low-cost evaluations of the
achievement in classrooms headed by
teachers trained in Reading Recovery
versus achievement in other class-
rooms. All that is required is to look
at gain scores in primary-grade class-
rooms as a function of whether the
teacher has received training in
Reading Recovery. We suspect that

such classrooms are likely to have
higher achievement gains than in
many other primary-grade classrooms. 

In the exemplary primary-grade stud-
ies, the classrooms observed differed
in the degree of student engagement.
This was associated with differences in
achievement as measured several dif-
ferent ways: level of books read, quali-
ty of writing, and in some studies,
standardized test performance
(Pressley, Allington, Wharton-
McDonald, Block, & Morrow, 2001).
Some teachers were effective: their
students were consistently engaged in
reading and writing so that by the end
of the year they could write several
pages with good mechanics and
spelling as well as read books above
grade level. Two other groups of
teachers were less effective, with stu-
dent engagement either more variable
(typical teachers) or consistently low
(ineffective teachers); student reading
and writing were similarly less impres-
sive. In addition, the standardized
reading test scores of effective (i.e.,

The centerpiece of
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development of readers
who are self-regulated
strategy users who move
through text on their own,
use word attack strategies
on their own, monitor
their own reading and
comprehension, and use
writing strategies (from the
finger-spacing strategy to
rereading their own text
to see if it makes sense).
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exemplary) Grade 1 teachers’ students
were above grade level and higher
than in less effective classrooms
(Pressley et al., 2001). As those inter-
ested in Reading Recovery evaluate
achievement, we urge them to be
broad-minded in their consideration
of evidence, not simply attending to
the standardized test scores but also
the engagement, the quality of writ-
ing, and the level of books read by
students in classrooms staffed by
Reading Recovery–trained teachers
versus other teachers.

Over the years of observing primary-
grade classrooms, 30% at most fell
into the exemplary category. Another
30% produced such low engagement
and little evidence of achievement that
we termed them weak classrooms. The
40% or so that were in the middle,
sadly, seemed closer to weak than
exemplary in many cases. We con-
cluded, based on this work, that there
is very real concern for the quality of
primary-grade literacy teaching in this
country. There needs to be some hard

thinking about what can be done to
transform the bottom 70% of pri-
mary-grade classrooms so that they are
more like the best 30%. Given that
the classrooms headed by Reading
Recovery–trained teachers were much
more like the exemplary classrooms
than the bottom 70% of primary-
grade classrooms, there is very good
reason to expend resources to evaluate
the impact of Reading Recovery train-
ing as professional development for
classroom teachers.

In making the recommendation for
serious evaluation of the impact of
Reading Recovery training as profes-

sional development, we do so confi-
dent that this is a model with some
stretch. For example, Roehrig et al.
(2001) observed kindergarten, Grade
1, and Grade 2 classes. The way the
model was adapted was different at
each grade level. The emphasis on let-
ter and very beginning reading skills
at kindergarten gave way to much
more emphasis on reading of actual
books at Grade 1. By Grade 2, the
approach was used mostly as an in-
class tutorial approach for the students
who were struggling the most. Thus,
we concluded that the professional
development at least could stretch to
cover kindergarten through Grade 2. 
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Marie Clay On the Complexity of Learning to Read

It is easy to arrive at false assumptions about a process as complex as learning to read. Firstly, we are likely to 
average a vast amount of evidence in order to arrive at a program decision. Secondly, we may do this on the 
basis of superficial or highly selected observations. Thirdly, our assumption may be the result of an oversimplified,
logical analysis of the task which bears little relationship to the ways in which individual children learn. 

Observing Young Readers (1982) p. xi

Reading is a complex process in which the child must develop “control systems to manage the different types 
of information and to manage the assembly of working systems needed to get the problem-solving done.” 

Change Over Time in Children’s Literacy Achievement (2001) p. 128
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We can imagine a whole new life for
Reading Recovery as a professional
development approach aimed at
developing classroom teachers in
addition to reading tutors. If it is as
effective in promoting exemplary
teaching, engagement, and achieve-
ment as we think might be the case,
there are years of work ahead to fig-
ure out the many ways that Reading
Recovery could be adapted for class-
room teachers and the ways it can
dovetail with other approaches to
beginning reading. Reading Recovery
advocates owe it to themselves and
the children of the world to find out
just how much stretch there is to
their instructional expertise and how
much achievement their approach
can produce in the larger world of the
primary-grade classroom. 


